IRGINIA WOOLF adhered to her own critical dictum, expr~ most fully in Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown, that the business of the novelist is the exploration of character. The final goal of such exploration, however, is insight into the nature of human personality, and so into the meaning of life: for Mrs. Brown, whose character is the proper subject of the novel, is really "the spirit we live by, life itself."
I
In the first three novels-The Voyage Out, Night and Day, and jacob's Room-the questions are asked in a fairly obvious way, and focus on the apparent dichotomy between two kinds of time, two worlds: on the one hand, the world of linear time, of past, present, and future, in which we are subject to unremittent and uncontrollable flux; and on the other hand, the world of mind time, an inner world of thought and imagination, in which the chaotic flow of experience derived from our life in linear time is reduced to order and unity, and in which we are therefore liberated. In all of her novels, Mrs. Woolf is troubled by the apparent dualistic conflict between these two worlds, in which the data of one frequently contradict the data of the other; but she is never willing to accept this dualism as absolute. In seeking to overcome it, two solutions are possible: either both worlds are parts of one larger reality, and are therefore integrally related to each other; or one of these worlds is unreal, and only in exploring the other shall we find a valid absolute.
In the first three novels neither of these solutions is worked out: the problem is stated, not solved. These novels are dominated by what is called in one of them "the profound and reasonless law" of linear tirne. 2 In this immense machine, human life is irrelevant; and against its tyranny the inner world of mind time opposes at best an escape into illusion. But in her next novel, Mrs. Woolf does offer a solution, which depends to a great extent on the relationship between Clarissa Dalloway and Septimus Smith.
Although Clarissa exults in the "triumph and the jingle" of ''life; London; this moment of June," 3 she is also affi.icted by a sense of isolation IMr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown (London, 1924) , 24.
?.The Voyage Out (London, 1929) , 322. SMrs. Dalloway (Modem Library, 1928), 5. and by the recurring terror of death. The nature of her predicament is expressed most powerfully when she stands in a litde room, watching the old lady in the house across the way:
Big Ben struck the half hour.
How extraordinary it was, strange, yes, touching, to see the old lady (they had been neighbours ever so many years) move away from that window, as if she were attached to that sound, that string. Gigantic as it was, it had something to do with her. Down, down, into the midst of ordinary things the finger fell ma.k.ing the moment solemn. She was forced, so Clarissa imagined, by that sound, to move, to go-but where? ... Why creeds and prayers and mackintoshes? when, thought Clarissa, that's the miracle, that's the mystery; that old lady, she meant, whom she could see going from chest of drawers to dressingtable. She could still see her. And the supreme mystery which Kilman might say she had solved, or Peter might say he had solved, but Clarissa didn't believe either of them had the ghost of an idea of solving, was simply this: here was one room, there another. Did religion solve that, or love? In many of Mrs. Woolf's novels--as, for example, in Jacob's Roomthe room symbolizes the selfhood formed in time. From her small room, then, Clarissa looks out and sees the supreme mystery: that people exist in the same stream of time, each moving under the compulsion of the time-flow (as symbolized by Big Ben), visible to each other, yet unknown to each other and essentially alone. Not even the great unifying forces of love and religion can supply any pattern relating them to each other. Clarissa tentatively theorizes about the unifying power of human personality, the "unseen part of us, which spreads wide" (p. 232), and which persists after death, relating the individual to the dead and the absent, and to all that they have known. But this nebulous hope, held uncertainly, is clarified into a positive conviction only by the life and death of Septimus Smith.
In considering Septimus, we should remember what Mrs. Woolf said in the preface: first, he was not included in the first draft of the novel; second, Clarissa was to die or commit suicide in the first draft; and third, Septimus is the "double" of Clarissa. "It might be possible, Septimus thought, looking at England from the train window, as they left Newhaven; it might be possible that the world itself is without meaning." (P. 133.) With this thought begins his purgatorial voyage into insanity. Eventually he surrenders to his madness, seeking in no way to preserve any connection with humanity as it is directed in the ringing grooves of change by Doctors Holmes and Bradshaw. At this low point of his negative way into darkness Septimus receives his revelations. Sitting in Regent Park, he looks at the trees: "But they beckoned; leaves were alive; trees were alive. And the leaves being connected by millions of fibres with his own body, there on the seat, fanned it up and down; when the branch stretched he, too, made that statement. The sparrows fluttering, rising, and falling in jagged fountains were part of the pattern; the white and blue, barred with black branches. Sounds made harmonies with pre-meditation; the spaces between them were as significant as the sounds. A child cried. Rightly far away a hom sounded. All taken together meant the birth of a new religion." (P. 32.) Septimus now sees, first, that there is a unifying reality hidden in the phenomena of time which gives them pattern and significance, and second, that the pattern is eternal because there is no death. These are revelations which, if he could communicate them to mankind, would save us, for he comes as a saviour, a redeemer: "Look the unseen bade him, the voice which now communicated with him who was the greatest of mankind, Septimus, lately taken from life to death, the Lord who had come to renew society, who lay like a coverlet, a snow blanket smitten only by the sun, for ever unwasted, suffering for ever, the scapegoat, the eternal sufferer . . .. " ( P. 3 7.) The ancient image of the sun, symbolizing the yower of divine revelation; the image of the Saviour; the emphasis upon the fact that he was lately taken from life (the life of self, the life in time) to death (the annihilation of self, the transcendence of time) : all suggest that Septimus has had the vision of a cosmic unity which Clarissa, rooted as she is in the process of time, can receive only dimly and briefly. Her moment of vision, characteristically derived from her response to a human emotion, is described as "a match burning in a crocus; an inner meaning almost expressed" ( p. 4 7) ; but the illumination is for Septimus as agonizingly blinding as the blaze of a fiercely intense sun. He is a snow blanket smitten only by the sun; or again, he is a figure, lamenting the fate of man in the desert alone, who receives full on his face the light of the dawning sun, an "astonishing revelation" ( p. 106) .
There is, however, a fatal and ironic flaw in the vision of Septimus: it is more than flesh can endure. His descent into the pit is naturally marked by agonized suffering; but even the saving revelations beat upon him with merciless intensity. The true terror of his vision is that it destroys him as a creature of the time-world. When he returns for a brief tranquil period to the world of actuality, it would seem that this is not so. He feels that Nature is redeemed for him by his vision; and certainly Rezia is redeemed through her love. The world is no longer without meaning, he feels: time is a garment of eternity now, a coverlet of flowers. (P. 216.)
But Septimus does not really return to sanity-the appalling sanity of Holmes and Bradshaw, our fallen selves. He has died to that sanity and cannot effect any Lazarean return. He is no longer human, and can only rise up from death to another level of being, after walking briefly in a world of flowers. Holmes and Bradshaw must crucify him: they seek dominion through the body (both are doctors), and their understanding is of the body. Therefore, when they finally return to kill him (as he believes), he cries, "I'll give it you !" and with a dreadful casualness, which makes Holmes and the fallen reader turn pale, he leaps towards the central spiritual reality, leaving for them their due legacy-a piece of dead flesh, pierced and torn.
These points must be made in order to grasp the full significance of the relationship between Septimus and Clarissa. This relationship is progressively revealed in the long scene after she hears of his death and walks alone into the little room from which, earlier in the day, she had watched the old lady across the way. There she reflects on his death:
She had once thrown a shilling into the Serpentine, never anything more. But he had flung it away. They went on living (she would have to go back; the rooms were still crowded; people kept on coming). They (all day she had been thinking of Bourton, of Peter, of Sally) , they would grow old. A thing there was that mattered; a thing, wreathed about with chatter, defaced, obscured in her own life, let drop every day in corruption, lies, chatter. This he had preserved. Death was defiance. Death was an attempt to communicate; people feeling the impossibility of reaching the centre which, mystically, evaded them; closeness drew apart; rapture faded, one was alone. There was an embrace in death. The meaning of Septimus' suicide is reinforced by the fact that he dies by leaping through a window. The window is used constantly as a symbol of the outlook of the seH on the world around it. For the ordinary individual it is the aperture through which comes the only light he may receive; but it is also a barrier, hampering any movement of his being towards the source of that light. Clarissa makes no effort to break the pane of glass standing between herself and the sun; Septimus does: he casts off his temporal selfhood and leaps towards the centre. Clarissa realizes that in his act is an integrity which she can never have entire, rooted as she is in time: for, as we have seen, in order to penetrate to the centre, like Septimus, one must either die, or go mad, or in some other way lose one's humanity in order to exist independently of time.
Clarissa, then, accepts actuality: she even invites Bradshaw to her party. And it is Clarissa who enters the room at the end of the book and triumphs over time. Septimus cannot triumph, but his is the complete vision which gives Clarissa the power to conquer time. This we see when Clarissa again watches the old lady across the way. The question asked in a similar situation earlier in the day is now answered:
The clock began striking. The young man had killed himself; but she did not pity him; with the clock striking the hour, one, two, three, she did not pity him, with all this going on. There! .the old lady had put out her light! the whole house was dark now with this going on, she repeated, and the words came to her, Fear no more the heat of the sun. She must go back to them.
But what an extraordinary night! She felt glad he had done it; thrown it away .... He made her feel the beauty; made her feel the fun. But she must go back. She must assemble. She must . find Peter and Sally. And she came in from the little room. Clarissa intuitively grasps the meaning of Septimus' vision, which he could communicate only by death. She thereby absorbs into herself the significance which Septimus holds for the reader; and yet she retains her own special power to create in the imperfect fallen realm of human rela-tions, a power which Septimus wholly lacked. In her handling of the conclusion to this novel Mrs. Woolf attempts to make clear that we must retain the limiting protecting identity which is ours in time if we are to triumph over time. · A skilful subordinate device is used throughout the book to reinforce this rehttionship between Septilnus and Clarissa. It is the recurring tag from Shakespeare, "Fear no more the heat of the sun," in the passage quoted above. Early in the book Clarissa, looking into a shop window, sees a volume of Shakespeare opened at these lines, and as she reads them, she asks herself, "What was she trying to recover? What image of white dawn in the open country?" (P. 12.) Her failure to recover it suggests the inadequacy of her vague theories about the unifying power of personality, which I have already mentioned. Later on in the book Septimus, in his momentary tranquil return to the actuality of time, finds it transfigured. In the image which occurs to him, he had fallen through the sea of time into a flaming purgatorial world of terrifying and redeeming insight; now he returns to the surlace to rejoice in the transfiguration of the world: "Every power poured its treasure on his head, and his hand lay there on the back of the sofa, as he had seen his hand lie when he was bathing, floating, on the top of the waves, while far away on shore he heard dogs barking and barking far away. Fear no more, says the heart in the body; fear no more. He was not afraid. At every moment Nature signified by some laughing hint ... Shakespeare's words, her meaning.') For Clarissa, standing in front of the shop window, this line meant an illumination lost and not yet recovered; for Septimus it means an illumination received in its fullest intensity. When Clarissa repeats this line near the end of the book, and after Septimus' death, she recalls for the reader the groping way in which she first read it; and this stresses the fact that she now repeats it as Septimus did, with a sense of peace and reassurance. So it is that the profounder vision of Septimus is given to Clarissa without its attendant agony.
When she leaves the little room, she returns to the larger room of human relations. Our knowledge of what she has just been thinking explains the sudden strange excitement of Peter Walsh as he sees her standing in the doorway of the drawing-room: for Clarissa, returning to the party, symbolizes the transfiguration of time.
II
To the Lighthouse is the full and final expression of the synthesis first attempted in Mrs. Dalloway. For that reason I shall limit myself to a few dogmatic remarks about the unifying and vitalizing principle of the whole book, its symbolism. Sea images, colour images, the associations of memory, recurrent verbal patterns, all serve to spin around the actual events a subtle web of interrelated meanings. The structure also is significant: the first section is called "The Window,'~ an image associated, as we have seen, with the individual's vision of life; the second, ''Time Passes," portrays the assault of time on the integrity of that vision; and in the third, "The Lighthouse,, the vision is triumphantly reaffirmed.
The lighthouse is the central symbol of the book, and what it means depends on who is looking at it: it has no single limited meaning, hence its power as a symbol. Its relation to 11rs. Ramsay is of crucial importance, for Mrs. Ramsay has the power to see what Clarissa finally saw, the transfiguration of time by eternity. But Mrs. Ramsay's vision is more sophisticated. Although she sits in her room and undergoes the mystical experience of becoming the thing she looks at, the lighthouse, she nevertheless recognizes that its meaning is paradoxical: it is "so much her, yet so little her'' ; 4 it stands finn and unchanging amid the seas of time, yet in a sense has no reality apart from the sea. Its beam revolves in a pulsing rhythm akin to that of the time process, and so, as she watches it, she calls it "the pitiless, the remorseless" ( p. 99) ; at the same time, however, it gives her a sense of stability, "this peace, this rest, this eternity" ( p. 96). It is not change, yet cannot be separated from change, and therefore represents a vital synthesis of time and eternity. This makes it an objective correlative for Mrs. Ramsay's vision.
An objective correlative is lacking in Mrs. DallowayJ where Clarissa, at the end, is herself the symbol of her own vision. That explains, I think, why Mrs. Woolf could not follow her first intention of having Clarissa die: if she had, the meaning of Clarissa's vision would have vanished with Clarissa. It also explains why Mrs. Woolf can and does let Mrs. Ramsay die. It is important that she should die, for death is the most powerful assault which time can make on her vision. It sweeps her away, but it cannot destroy the lighthouse; and by the time she dies, the lighthouse has become the meaning of Mrs. Ramsay.
The relationship of Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay repeats this idea on another level, for as husband and wife they are the lighthouse. Crudely put, Mrs. Ramsay equals eternity, Mr. Ramsay equals time; they are married. For Mrs. Ramsay, though she triwnphs in time, triumphs because she intuits eternity; and Mr. Ramsay, though he loftily seeks a philosophical absolute which will solve the problem of "subject and object and the nature of reality'' ( p. 38), cannot break his bondage to time without the aid of his wife. Together they fulfil each other, and are the creators of life.
In the last section the ancient mystic symbols of the Quest and the Love Union are related to the experiences of Mr. Ramsay and Lily Briscoe. The completion of Lily's painting, her vision of life, involves a spiritual union with Mrs. Ramsay; and Mr. Ramsay's sea voyage is obviously a quest. But Lily's love union involves a quest, and Mr. Ramsay's quest culminates in a love union; for as he voyages over an expanse of sea to the lighthouse, Lily voyages over an expanse of time, searching the past for the meaning of Mrs. Ramsay. At the exact moment that Mrs. Ramsay appears before Lily, enabling her to complete her painting, Mr. Ramsay arrives at the lighthouse, and has rejoined his wife. The experiences of Lily and Mr. Ramsay coincide therefore not only in time but in visionary significance as well. Both reaffirm the triumphant validity of Mrs. Ramsay's vision of life.
Another set of symbols underlies this validity, performing the same function as the tag from Shakespeare in Mrs. Dalloway. In the first section Mrs. Ramsay goes to see if the children are asleep. They are not, for a boar's skull nailed on the wall has frightened Cam; and James, who loves its bare white severity, will not allow her to touch it. Mrs. Ramsay drapes her green shawl over the skull, thereby creating for Cam a new world of heightened beauty and peace, at the same time assuring James that the skull is still there. In the middle section the little winds of corruption enter the abandoned house and separate shawl from skull, destroying the single visionary world created from both. In the last section Cam, star.ing at the rush of green waters beside her, slowly recalls that world of long ago, and feels suddenly at peace. James, gazing at the severe whiteness of the lighthouse, lonely on its bare rock, recalls how the lighthouse looked when he saw it years before with his mother, and concludes that both are true-the "silvery, misty-looking tower'' then, and the tower "stark and straight" now (p. 276). Thus, in the children, the synthesis achieved by Mrs. Ramsay is again vindicated.
If this analysis is right, then in these two novels Mrs. Woolf has endeavoured to work out one of the two solutions to our original problem, for the world of mind time and the world of linear time are related to each other because both are related to a central and eternal reality.
III
The Waves is significant as a radical departure from To the Lighthouse in technique and thought. We are once again immersed in the sea of time, and its relentless pounding again opens the abyss between mind time and linear time which To the Lighthouse had triumphantly closed. The book is dominated by the rhytlun of waves: in the poetic passages between sec-, tions, which I shall call lyrics, the sun slowly rises and falls in the sky, lending the shape of one enormous wave to the whole book; the thoughts of the characters eddy and swirl restlessly; the style surges and subsides with brilliant intensity. The dominant mood is one of anguished effort, suffering, and disillusionment: the total vision of the book is undoubtedly tragic. While this is the major impact of The Waves, I wish to discuss certain other elements which redeem it from notoriety merely as a masterpiece of negation. It is my thesis that The Waves is an attempt to begin a new integration of the individual, not in terms of the cosmic unity found in To the Lighthouse, but in terms of a "human communion." What I mean by this phrase will, I hope, shortly appear.
When the six characters are all about twenty-five years old, they hold a farewell dinner for Percival, a seventh figure, who is leaving for India. We know Percival only through the eyes of the others, for his own consciousness is never explored; yet he is of central importance, because for the others he is a hero born to conquer the disintegrative powers of time. Like Mrs. Ramsay and Clarissa, he is the unconscious doer, the artist in living, whose medium is action.
As the dinner progresses, the others feel their common love for Percival intensify until it becomes a creative act of communion with each other. Bernard, who is a novelist and the most important of the six characters, expresses clearly the significance of this communion as they leave the restaurant and he speaks of ... the swelling and splendid moment created by us from Percival;. . . . We have proved, sitting eating, sitting talking, that we can add to the treasury of moments. We are not slaves bound to suffer incessantly unrecorded petty blows on our bent back. We are not sheep e-ither, following a master. We are creators. We too have made something that will join the innumerable congregations of past time. We too, as we put on our hats and push open the door, stride not into chaosl but into a world that our own force can subjugate and make part of the illumined and everlasting road. 5
Now the "moment" here is very different from what it was in Mrs. Dalloway and To the Lighthouse: it no longer comes involuntarily or as a result of passive receptivity, it must be created; and it no longer consists in an intuition of a mystical cosmic reality unifying the worlds of mind and linear time. The world of the time-process "out there" is now something which man must subjugate: he is a creator. This ardent sense of their own power is evoked by their communion, in which they lose the selfhoods imposed on them by time and become, in the image used, "a whole flower, to which every eye brings its own contribution" (p. 137). Now the experience of creating this sjngle identity lasts only a moment; but the communion created in that moment is eternal. It joins the "innumerable congregations of past time" in a celebration of the larger body of Man, which exists in an everlasting Now.
It is significant that Percival is about to leave for India, a wasteland waiting to be rescued, where the luxuriant powers of nature reign triumphantly over impotent humanity. And it is significant that as he leaves he is bade by Bernard to look at the lights of the city blending in "the yellow canopy of our tremendous energy" ( p. 159), the material expression of the promethean powers of man. Percival, the protagonist of these powers, the god of action, is at the height of his glory; for in the lyric which follows his departure the sun is described as being at its zenith.
Once at its zenith, however, the sun must decline: Percival is thrown from his horse in India and is killed. Now time begins its subtle warfare of attrition against the meaning of Percival. The others forget him and go their separate ways: the "tremendous energy" which he symbolized wanes r>T he Waves (London, 1931 L 158. within them, and in the world of action they feel that they have failed. Their lives have hardened into fixed patterns of behaviour, and they have lost any clear pattern of understanding. Then, when they are middle-aged, Bernard calls them together for a reunion dinner.
At this dinner the same communion is created, reaching its culmination as the six friends leave the restaurant and walk arm in ·arm into a park: "The flower," said Bernard, "the red carnation that stood in the vase on the table of the restaurant when we dined together with Percival, has become a six-sided flower; made of six lives." "A mysterious illumination," said Louis, "visible against those yew trees." ''Built up with much pain, many strokes," said Jinny. "Marriage, death, travel, friendship," said Bernard; "town and country; children and all that; a many-sided substance cut out of this dark; a manyfaceted flower. Let us stop for a moment; let us behold what we have made. Let it blaze against those yew trees. One life. There. It is over. Gone out." (P. 250.) This needs little comment, in the light of the first dinner, but we might note that this single life is cut from the darkness of time, and burns against that darkness and against the yew trees of death.
At this dinner, however, Percival is absent; and the special promise which he symbolized has not been fulfilled. What was then the future has become the past, and as they lived it they did not conquer it. Now it is too late for action: as the sun declines it is time to seek understanding. That is why Bernard, the novelist, who seeks understanding before all things, dominates the dinner.
The new stature of Bernard is made clear in the last section of the book, where he sums up the meaning of his life. In it three notes are sounded. The first is that of constant warfare against the enemy, time. The second is the rejection of the idea that an eternal reality "out there" underlies and unifies the time-process. As a youth, Bernard recalls, he believed that the willow tree pointed to something "beyond and outside our own predicament; to that which is symbolic, and thus perhaps permanent"; now he dismisses the willow tree as one of those "phantoms made of dust . . . mutable, vain" ( pp. 272, 312) . There is no trace of the vision of Septimus Smith, for whom Nature's meaning was, "Fear no more the heat of the sun"; and there is no lighthouse to guide us over the waves. Against his progressive disillusionment stands only the saving reality of the human communion enjoyed at the two dinner-parties, and this is the third emphasis in his summing-up. He recalls the reunion dinner, and how "we saw for a moment laid out among us the body of the complete human being whom we have failed to be, but at the same time, cannot forget" ( p. 303).
As the dinner progressed, however, their temporal identities fell away, this body rose, and they became it: "I saw blaze bright Neville, Jinny, Rhoda, Louis, Susan, and myself, our life, our identity ... we six, out of many million millions, for one moment out of what measureless abundance of past time and time to come, burnt there triumphant. The moment was all; the moment was enough." (P. 304.) With a special awareness of their com· munion he leaves the restaurant in which he has been sitting and stands outside, watching the dawn rise, and facing the antagonist in the final passage of the book:
I am aware once more of a new desire, something rising beneath me like the proud horse whose rider .first spurs and then pulls him back. What enemy do we now perceive advancing against us, you whom I ride now, as we stand pawing this stretoh of pavement? It is death. Death is the enemy. It is death against whom I ride with my spear couched and my hair flying back like a young man's, like Percival's, when he galloped in India. I strike spurs into my horse. Against you I will fling myself, unvanquished and unyielding, 0 Death! The waves broke on the shore. (P. 325.)
Bernard dies. (That is the meaning of the final sentence, which is italicized, and so belongs with the lyrics, not with Bernard's final thoughts.)
As an individual he breaks on the shore. But he is much more than an individual: throughout his summing-up, he slowly sheds his private self· hood and absorbs into himself the identities of the other six. This is indi· cated, for example, by the way in which he applies to himself images which, throughout the book, have been associated only with the others. They are types of humanity, and Bernard thus becomes the archetype of the race as it struggles with its creative powers against the tyranny of time. That is why Bernard, the archetype of vision, finally absorbs into himself the special significance of Percival, the archetype of action; for on both levels we must ride against the enemy. The visionary struggle is stressed, however, since Percival rises again only through the eff-ort of Bernard. It is significant that the situation here is the reverse of what it was in Mrs. Dalloway~ where Clarissa, the artist in living, absorbed into herself the meaning of Septimus, the visionary. Bernard thus assumes the proportions of the dragon-killer, the god who subdues chaos: he rides with "spear couched" like some St. George. He rides for the creation of the complete human being whom they have failed to be yet cannot forget, a spiritual being existing on a level untouchable by time. It is no accident that while the lyric at the beginning of the summing-up described the dl:sappearance of the sun in darkness, Bernard at the end sees the dawn whitening the sky. While as an individual he sinks into death, he also rises as the champion of the complete human being, and becomes that being, like a dying-and-rising god.
I repeat that these remarks concern the effort which Mrs. Woolf is making to achieve a new integration of the individual. That effort is not successful in The Waves) which is primarily the tragedy of the individual wave breaking on the shore. Nevertheless, we find here the initial formulation of a synthesis which receives consummate expression in Between the Acts.
IV
The main structural device of Between the Acts is sll.nple and venerable, that of a play within a play. There is the pageant staged in the garden, which I shall call the microcosmic pageant; and there is the macrocosmic pageant which goes on before and after the small pageant, and between its acts. My chief interest is in the relationship between these two pageants. The proscenium arch for both of them is a carefully fostered sense of our community in time, which frames and illuminates the present moment unfolding on the stage. All through the book a host of details sustains our feeling that the past is p~esent.
The macrocosmic pageant unfolds for the :first hundred pages and centres on the interplay of tensions between the main characters of the book. On a sleepy afternoon these tensions increase until, by the time the pageant is staged, each character is isolated from the rest. Bart Oliver, a disciple of reason, is at odds with his sister, Lucy Swithin, a disciple of faith who is addicted to an imaginative reconstruction of the past. Giles Oliver and his wife Isa embody the impulses to creative action and creative vision which we have noted in previous novels. Both are frustrated by the sequence of events. Giles, a man of action, is oppressed by time past (his life as a respectable stockbroker) and by time future (the impending war· in Europe, which he can oppose with no constructive or even destructive action) . His intense frustration leads him into childish infidelities to his wife, who partly symbolizes for him the oppressive sequence of events. Ironically, he stands in part for the same thing in her eyes; but she longs to escape from the burden of time into an inner world of absolute knowledge and beauty, not into a world of liberating action, and so writes poetry about her longing to "lose what binds us here. " 6 They both love and hate each other; the tension between them is not resolved until the last page of the book, and even then only by implication.
The brooding and vague antagonism which settles over them all is partly broken and partly aggravated by Mrs. Manresa, a "wild chlld of nature" (p. 52), who surrenders eagerly to the flux of time, seeking no other absolute.
The actors and audience now arrive and the microcosmic pageant begins. There are four acts in it, and I shall consider the first three in a general way only, in order to concentrate on the last. At the start of the pageant, and through most of the acts, a chorus of villagers winds its way among the trees which form the backdrop, chanting words halfaudible to the audience; for the winds of time blow away the meaning of the anonymous millions of the past. The words we do hear emphasize the tenacious endurance of the race in time; whatever period of history is passing on the stage, the chorus is always the same.
The first act is an Elizabethan tragedy. Its details need not concern us, e Between the Acts (London, 1941), 21. for along with all the other acts its value lies in the reactions of the audience to it. As Isa watches it she realizes that the plot, a special pattern in past time, is unimportant, and that the meaning of the play is the timeless glory and terror of love, hate, and death. But immediately after the death of one of the characters in it, the actors come forward and join in a dance. As they whirl about, laughing and shouting, the audience too begins to laugh, to clap, to join in spirit this dance of irrepressible life. It is then, as the author of the pageant, Miss La Trobe, intended, that the members of the audience become the Elizabethans. Mter the dance an interval occurs in which tea is served in the bam. Now the macrocosmic drama is resumed. The actors do not realize that they are acting it, and for this reason the connections between the two pageants must be implied. I have space to illustrate this technique only by one example. As Lucy Swithin sits in the barn, she watches the swallows flying among the rafters and thinks how they came to this spot "before there was a channel, when the earth, upon which this Windsor chair was planted, was a riot of rhododendrons." At this point Mrs. Manresa bustles up. The birds are the answer to her question. The play is as old as the swallows co:rrllng ages ago; and as new as the swallows swooping above them in the present moment.
The next act is cut on the pattern of Restoration comedy, and ironically modifies the grand themes of hate and love and death presented in the previous act. Now we see vanity, deceit, lust, greed, ~he absurdity and pathos of old age, the power and cruelty of youth. One is struck by the vigour and humour of the satire; Mrs. Woolf's hypersensitivity to the depravity of human beings is by this time less agonized and more robust. For Septimus Smith, the only terror he could not face was the depravity of men, and so he turned towards the centre. Now, however, we are the centre, and must face ourselves unflinchingly. Our depravity cannot be explained away; but in our attitude to it lies the measure of its power, which will be reduced to a minimum if met without illusion and with purifying laughter. No one in the book flees, as Septimus fled, to seek in death eternal life.
Yet we have eternal life, and its nature is suggested by Mrs. Swithin between the acts, when she seeks out Miss La Trobe:
She gazed at Miss La Trobe with a cloudless old-aged stare. Their eyes met in a common effort to bring a common meaning to birth. They failed; and Mrs. Swithin, laying hold of a fraction of her meaning, said: "What a small part I've had to play! But you've made me feel I could have played ... Cleopatra!n . . . _ · "I might have · been-Cleopatra," Miss La Trobe repeated. "You•ve stirred in me my unacted part," she meant. . . . "You've .twitched the invisible strings," was what the old lady meant; and revealed-of all people-Cleopatra! Glory possessed her. Ah, but she was not merely a twitcher of individual strings; she was one who seethes wandering bodies and floating voices in a cauldronJ and makes rise up from the amorphous mass a recreated world. Miss La Trobe, the artist in vision, arouses in Lucy the slumbering power of imaginative vision which enables Lucy to see that on a level of being of which she is rarely conscious she lives all lives at all times.
In the next act of the pageant the Victorians are exuberantly parodied. The two pageants are now merging in historical focus, since many among the audience have themselves lived during the age of faith in fossils and fossil faiths, now so ruthlessly mocked. But Mrs. Swithin makes the truly significant comment when Isa asks incredulously if the Victorians were really like that:
''The Victorians," Mrs. Swithin mused. ''I don't believe," she said with her odd little smile, "that there ever were such people. Only you and me and William dressed differently." "You don't believe in history," said William. (P. 203 .) Neither does Mrs. Woolf. This pageant about history is a declaration that history itself is not leading us anywhere in particular. Yet we cannot escape it. Immediately after this act, a cloud-burst briefly showers the audience. Isa, for whom history is a burden to be lost in the attainment of some absolute, looks up: "'0 that our human pain could here have ending!' Isa murmured. Looking up she received two great blots of rain full on her face. They trickled down her cheeks as if they were her own tears. But they were all people's tears, weeping for all people." (P. 210.) This is the darker aspect of .our communion, the community in bondage which we share under the tyranny of time.
With sorrow still gripping them the audience watches a tableau; a man and a woman are shown rebuilding a ruined wall. This is the task which confronts them as the inheritors in time of a civilization fallen into disrepair. As the audience watches in silence, all of the actors who have taken part in the pageant dance out onto the stage, each declaiming some lines from his particular role in history, and carrying a mirror or some shiny object which will reflect the members of the audience to themselves. At this effrontery only Mrs. Manresa retains her poise : she seizes the opportunity to lean forward and powder her nose. This is only natural, since she has no other identity besides that reflected in the mirror of the present moment. The rest feel they have, however, and resent the necessity of facing their time-bound selves. Some of them are only restrained from leaving by a "megaphontic, anonymous, loudspeaking'' voice from the bushes. Like quicksilver sliding, filings magnetized, the distracted united. The tune began; the first note meant a second; the second a third. Then down beneath a force was born in opposition; then another. On different levels they diverged. On different levels ourselves went forward; flower gathering some on the surface; others descending .to wrestle with the meaning; but all comprehending; all enlisted. The whole population of the mind's immeasurable profundity came flocking; ... from chaos and cacophony measure; but not the melody of surface sound alone controlled it; but also the warring battleplumed warriors straining asunder: To part? No. Compelled from the ends of the horizon; recalled from the edge of appalling crevasses; they crashed; solved; united. . . .
Was that voice ourselves? Scraps, orts and fragments, are we:~ also, that? (Pp. 220-1.) We all comprehend and enlist in the creation of a total harmony, the imaginative totality of our human life. This is the meaning of the music; and of Miss LaTrobe's pageant; and of Mrs. Woolf's book. This theme is emphasized later on when the Rev. G. W. Streatfield prosily remarks that "To me at least it was indicated that we are members one of another. Each is part of the whole. . . . We act different parts; but are the same." (Pp. 223-6.) Or again, as the crowd leaves, amid idle chatter flash remarks luminous with the significance of all that has gone before. One of these is put in a question: "The looking-glasses now-did they mean the reflection is the dream; and the music ... is the truth?" (P. 234.) The reflections in the glass are only our temporal identities; but the communion expressed in the music is our eternal identity.
Mter the crowd has gone we return to the macrocosmic pageant. But the characters in it are now enlarged: behind them is the meaning of the small pageant, and they are now acting in two plays. When Mrs. Manresa walks towards her car "like a goddess, buoyant, abundant, with flowerchained captives following in her wake,'l she is more than Mrs. Manresashe is one whole aspect of our life. So are the others as they linger in the dusk.
Miss La Trobe, the artist, prepares to leave, now that the audience is gone and she need not face them. Looking back on her pageant she sees that in the effort to communicate her vision lay glory; and that in her partia] failure to do so lies the inevitable bondage of the artist to his own limitations, to his audience, and to his medium. Nevertheless, she cannot abandon the effort. As she leaves Pointz Hall another play begins to stir in her mind. " 'I should group them,' she murmured, 'here.' It would be midnight; there would be two figures, half-concealed by a rock. The curtain would rise. What would the first words be? The words escaped her." (P. 246.) Later, however, as she sits in a pub she again visualizes the scene: "There was the high ground at midnight; there the rock; and two scarcely perceptible figures. . . . She set down her glass. She heard the first words."
Now as Miss LaTrobe sits in the pub, the actors in the macrocosmic drama at Pointz Hall sit quietly in the drawing-room, reading the paper and looking over the day's mail. For the reader, however, they are playing two dramas at once. Slowly the light fades, the sky becomes cold and severe. Bart rises and stalks silently from the room. Lucy closes her outline of history and tiptoes out. Now Giles and Isa are alone: they rise.
Left alone for the first time that day they were silent. Alone, enmity was bared; also love. Before they slept, they must fight; after they had fought they would embrace. From that embrace another life might be born. But first they must fight, as the dog fox fights with the vixen, in the heart of darkness, in the fields of night.
Isa let her sewing drop. The great hooded chairs had become enormous. And Giles too. And Isa too against the window. The window was all sky without colour. The house had lost its shelter. It was night before roads were made, or houses. It was the night that dwellers in caves had watched from some high place among rocks.
Then the curtain rose. They spoke.
These are the concluding words of the book. They verify the vision of Miss La Trobe: for this is the scene which she visualizes in the pub; and the words she hears are the words which are about to be spoken as the curtain rises and the book ends. In this way the pageant which she staged earlier in the day, like this new pageant she is creating, is revealed as not merely a reconstruction of the past but as a prophetic insight into the essential reality of human life at all times and places.
This effect is reinforced at the end because the reader suddenly is related to the novel in the same way that Giles and Isa are related to Miss La Trobe's pageant. Throughout the book Giles and Isa have watched a pageant which they consider an interpretation of their life; suddenly, at the end, the reader sees that it is their life. Then he feels in full the impact of the novel as an interpretation of his life, because the novel as a whole is a pageant occurring literally between the acts of the drama which the reader himself plays before and after reading it. The effect of this device is to intensify and to expand the vision of the book. Its scope suddenly widens from the limits of the events in it to include the events of the reader's own experience. When the curtain rises at the end, he closes the book and carries on the ensuing drama himself.
The vision of this book is clearly tragic. Shrouded in the sheltering and obscuring medium of time, Giles and !sa loom immense and representative, Man and Woman, gripped by the primeval necessities of love and hate and creation. From the complex interaction of these forces and others rises our eternal life; this is the deepest significance of Miss La Trobe's vision. The tragedy is that Giles and Isa, ourselves, do not retain their vision of this redeeming reality. They see in a glass darkly, a fact which leads Miss La Trobe to include comedy and tragedy in her pageant. But the comedy of our situation is so profound that it is almost indistinguishable from tragedy. Isa and Giles struggle and cleave together in "the heart of darkness, the fields of night." In the darkness their grandeur is titanic, but it is the grandeur of beings doomed to ceaseless struggle against the power on which they depend for existence.
There is no exultantly triumphant vision in Between the Acts; but it is a moot point whether a tragic vision of life can be called, as many have called this book, utterly negative. Although the luminous evasions of To the Lighthouse have been abandoned, the essential affirmation of the value of life remains, disenchanted but not destroyed.
Of the two solutions to our original problem it embodies the secondthat is, the effort to find in one of the two worlds of mind and linear time an absolute. For Between the Acts means nothing less than this: if we would be saved, we must, through the exercise of our creative powers of mind and imagination, recreate time in our own image.
